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Introduction
The MetroHUB Planning Studio in Arua, Uganda (20 - 22 March 2018) 
- a pilot capacity development activity for fostering an integrated 
territorial development approach - was initiated and supported by the 
Ugandan Support for Municipal Infrastructure Development (USMID) 
Program. The Planning Studio was conceptualized by UN-Habitat in 
cooperation with the Politecnico di Milano and was supported by 
Makerere University and the University of Botswana. It was based on the 
UN-Habitat MetroHUB approach, combining capacity development on 
planning, governance, finance and socio-environmental considerations 
with identifying tangible “acupuncture” projects at territorial and 
metropolitan scale. By fostering communication across different planning 
levels (national and local level), including between different stakeholders 
(civil society, private sector and academia) and promoting planning 
across sectors and administrative boundaries, the MetroHUB Planning 
Studio promotes integrated territorial development and supports a 
metropolitan approach that includes not only the city of Arua, but also 
the peri-urban and surrounding rural areas. 

Arua was selected as the pilot city for this innovative concept because 
of its strategic location (near the border of South Sudan and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)) and its development potential 
due to natural resources make it one of the strategic cities for Ugandan’s 
future development. The large influx of refugees in the region also 
makes immediate actions necessary.

Important investments in infrastructure (such as an airport extension to 
create an international airport and a railway line connecting Mombasa, 
Kenya, to the DRC) that are already planned will strongly impact the 
city. To harness the opportunities for Arua, an integrated territorial 
development approach which underlines the importance of cross-sector 
collaboration and coordination is crucial for sustainable economic 
development as well as also social development. Environmental 
considerations need to be included at all planning stages to ensure that 
natural resources such as water (the River Nile) and soil are protected; 
economic growth will create jobs and improve livelihoods for the 
population in the West Nile Region. 

During the MetroHUB Planning Studio, participants from different 
government authorities (national and local level) conceptualized project 
proposals that consider not only planning, but also finance, governance 
and socio-environmental aspects. “Thinking across sectors, across 
administrative boundaries and across planning levels for sustainable 
development” was key for the interactive and interdisciplinary group 
work during the Planning Studio. 
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Street life in Arua © UN-Habitat
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1. Background

Uganda’s urban population will increase from around six million people today to over 20 million people by 
2040, with an urbanization rate of 5.2 per cent per annum. This high rate is already increasing the demand 
for urban services, housing and jobs. Urban areas in Uganda play an important role in economic development 
given that they provide economies of scale, agglomeration and localization; they also provide efficient 
infrastructure and services through density and concentration of transport, communications, power, human 
interactions, water and sanitation services, thus making them centres for major economic activities in the 
country. Whilst urban areas in Uganda do present the best hope for growth and opportunities, they are already 
constrained as a result of high population growth that is not commensurate with the available infrastructure, 
service provision and employment creation.

Investments in urban infrastructure and services have not kept pace with the growing demographic and 
economic importance of urban areas, resulting in the growth of unplanned settlements, urban poverty, 
inadequate basic urban infrastructure and services, and leading to a deteriorating urban environment. By 
2014, the night population in the 14 Ugandan Support for Municipal Infrastructure Development (USMID) 
municipalities was estimated to be 1,156,882, and by June 2016 there were 41 municipalities with a total 
night population of 3,249,609. The regional distribution of these fast-growing urban areas will catalyse rural-
urban migration. In addition to the increasing rural-urban migration, it is expected that the population growth 
will be faster than the capacity to plan.

Arua Street life © UN-Habitat
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The Uganda Support to Municipal Infrastructure Development (USMID) Program was signed off between the Government of Uganda 
and the World Bank on May 22, 2013 and became effective on September 4, 2013. The USMID Program, which will run for five 
years (2013 to 2018), is being implemented with a World Bank/International Development Agency (IDA) Credit of USD 150 million 
and a contribution by the Government of Uganda of USD 10 million. The second phase of this programme, which has just been 
approved, is to run from 2019 -2024. The implementing agency is the Ugandan Ministry of Lands, Housing and Urban Development 
(MLHUD) on behalf of the government, with a programme support team (PST) established for overall implementation oversight. 
The programme has the basic goal of leveraging the institutional and delivery performance of municipalities while ensuring that 
expanded urban infrastructure is developed. It is an effort to build on the interventions already provided to local governments 
initially under the Local Government Development Programme and the successor of the Local Government Management and Service 
Delivery (LGMSD) Programme. The key outcome of the programme is to sustainably provide services to the urban population. 

In the mid-term review of the Uganda Support to Municipal Infrastructure Development (USMID) Program Report (dated 8 June 
2016) the following recommendations were made for “Programme Scale-up and Future Sustainability”:
“For the future scale-up and sustainability of urban service delivery, the following actions should be undertaken: 
Municipal councils should broaden and widen their menu of eligible infrastructure projects with due emphasis on projects that 
have high potential to directly generate own-source revenue and enhance urban service delivery. Diversification from roads should 
extend to aspects of urban settlement like profiling, development and access to urban services, housing development, vehicle parks, 
recreation spaces and urban tourism infrastructure. ...”

“Scale-up the USMID Program to cover other municipalities: 
The USMID Program should be rolled over to other remaining MLGs.1  The rising rate of urbanization and the limited infrastructure 
and institutional capacity for urban development imply that planned development will be difficult unless the challenges are 
addressed early. Moreover, the current resources cannot meet the growing infrastructural demands. However, a separate programme 
could be considered for the new municipalities in the metropolitan Kampala2  area (Kira, Makindye Ssabagabo and Nansana located 
in the Wakiso district) could be incorporated in the programme support for Kampala city since they face challenges similar to those 
of Kampala....” 

Further recommendations included:
”Future USMID project decisions, especially on range and size of projects to be funded, should take into consideration the special 
needs of evolving regional cities, notably Gulu, Arua, Mbarara, Jinja and Mbale, to ensure that the on-going expansion programmes 
towards the city’s aspirations result in well planned, cost-effective infrastructure development and urban service delivery facilities. 
Alongside these initiatives should be empowerment of citizens with new knowledge, information, self-drive and attitude for ensuring 
safe, clean and globally attractive cities.

“Practical training that enhances transfer of modern physical planning skills3  should be considered and facilitated, such as an 
attachment to advanced institutions (e.g. relevant departments in the municipalities of Singapore, Malaysia, South Korea, Japan and 
other emerging economies....):

Box 1: The USMID Program

1 The MetroHUB methodology and application of a metropolitan and territorial planning approach will enable other municipalities to be included in strategies and plans, 
even when they are not yet under the USMID Program.

2 The lessons learned from the Arua Planning Studio could also be applied for a similar exercise in the Greater Kampala Metropolitan Area.

3 The Arua Planning Studio, as shown in this report, can be considered a step towards transforming the spatial planning system in Uganda, applying the innovative UN-
Habitat MetroHUB methodology. The capacity development activities within the MetroHUB include (i) Metropolitan planning with reference to governance, finance, social 
and environmental consideration; (ii) Territorial planning and development that is inclusive and promotes horizontal and vertical coherence; (iii) Metropolitan cartography 
which helped in the analyses of issues affecting Arua; (iv) Sharing of international planning experiences such as Saudi Cities Programme and Botswana planning 
standards and (v) Considerations for interventions for a sustainable solutions for hosting and integrating  refugees, that are covered under USMID II.
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Policy makers need to act now to ensure that 
this rapid urbanization is managed well and can 
contribute to Uganda’s sustainable economic growth 
while also fostering social inclusion and protection 
of environmental assets. The Uganda National Urban 
Policy was approved by the Ugandan Parliament 
in June 2017, providing a policy framework for 
guiding the planning and management of urban 
areas for Uganda. This policy framework is intended 
to ensure that urban areas will become more 
attractive, productive and competitive to enable the 
country to attain resilient, functional, sustainable 
and liveable urban areas by stimulating a balanced 

urban growth while also ensuring the transformation 
of the rural economy to slow the rate of urban 
sprawl. The Ugandan National Urban Policy is now 
in the implementation phase and will be among 
the country’s major tools to reduce the challenges 
created by rapid (and unplanned) urban growth; it 
will also foster social, economic and environmental 
development in many regions of the country.  

One of the components for the implementation of the 
national urban policy is the extension of the USMID 
Program (see Box 1) for another five years (2019-
2024). 

Adequate and safe public space is rare in Arua © UN-Habitat
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